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Examining incivility through a moral lens: Coworker morality appraisals, othercondemning emotions, and instigated incivility
Workplace incivility refers to behavior that is low in intensity, ambiguous, and violates
workplace norms of respect (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). Examples of uncivil behavior include
paying little attention to someone’s statements, addressing someone in unprofessional terms, and
interrupting others (Cortina et al., 2013). Incivility has become prevalent in workplaces with up
to 98% of workers reporting that they have been targets of uncivil behavior (Porath & Pearson,
2013). As such, considerable research has been conducted in the past two decades to better
understand this phenomenon and its impact (Cortina et al., 2017; Schilpzand et al., 2016).
Studies find that targets of incivility experience greater psychological distress (Cortina et al.,
2001) and reduced mental health (Lim et al., 2008), while organizations may suffer high
financial costs due to incivility (Pearson & Porath, 2009). Additionally, targets of workplace
incivility often experience negative emotions such as anger, fear, and sadness (Miner & Eischeid,
2012), which can lead to aggression and absenteeism (Porath & Pearson, 2012).
While much has been learned about the impact of incivility on the employees and
organizations who are targeted by it, relatively less is known about the instigators of incivility,
and in particular, why they engage in this subtle deviant behavior. Andersson and Pearson’s
(1999) seminal article on workplace incivility called for research on why employees instigate
incivility. However, in the 20 years since its publication, there have been few empirical studies
that have addressed that need (Schilpzand et al., 2016), as initial research focused primarily on
targets of incivility and the harm they experienced. We argue that it is important to understand
the instigators of incivility, to better address the presence and impact of incivility in

EXAMINING INCIVILITY THROUGH A MORAL LENS

3

organizations. In particular, understanding the motives that drive employees to perpetrate
incivility may enable organizations to better manage incivility’s consequences.
To address these needs, we examine the roles of moral emotions and moral appraisals as
drivers of uncivil behavior. Emotions have been described as the primary innate motivational
mechanism in people (Tomkins, 2013/1982), and research supports their central role in
motivating behavior (Rolls, 2000). Emotions are morally relevant when they are concerned with
the interests or welfare of others (or society) and motivate behavior that is intended to uphold the
moral order (Haidt, 2003; Tangney et al., 2007). We propose that other-condemning emotions, a
type of moral emotion that includes the emotions of anger, contempt, and disgust (Haidt, 2003),
may motivate uncivil behavior in the workplace. As moral emotions, other-condemning
emotions are felt in response to moral transgressions (Haidt, 2003; Tangney et al., 2007). From a
social-functionalist perspective, these emotions are elicited when one perceives that a person is
behaving counter to one’s perception of acceptable norms (Scherer, 1984) and thus, serve the
purpose of condemning the perceived transgressors and maintaining the moral order (Ellsworth
& Scherer, 2003). Importantly, behaviors that are morally motivated are not always “nice” or
benevolent actions. As such, other-condemning emotions elicit action tendencies (e.g.,
avoidance, aggression, mockery) that serve the function of condemning others for their moral
transgressions by demeaning, excluding, or punishing them (Haidt, 2003).
In the current work, we argue that workplace incivility is motivated by other-condemning
emotions (contempt, disgust, and anger) and can serve the purpose of condemning coworkers
who are appraised as falling short on moral standards. In a set of two studies, we test a model in
which appraisals of low coworker morality elicit other-condemning emotions which
subsequently motivate uncivil behavior in the workplace. We also examine the extent to which
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organizational norms for civility moderate the relationship between other-condemning emotions
and instigated incivility.
The current studies contribute to research and practice in several ways. First, our
research contributes to literature examining why employees instigate incivility (e.g., Blau &
Andersson, 2005), while also addressing recent calls to investigate incivility’s functional basis
(Miner et al., 2018). By examining moral emotions as antecedents of incivility, we take a socialfunctionalist approach to consider one potential function (i.e., condemning others who morally
transgress) that incivility may serve for instigators. Further, by examining moral appraisals as
elicitors of other-condemning emotions at work, we shed light on social appraisals that may
serve as distal predictors of incivility instigation. This may enable practitioners to identify
uncivil behavior as a manifestation of workers’ morality concerns, which management can take
action to ameliorate. Additionally, by examining the role of perceived civility norms, we
investigate the extent to which organizational norms inhibit uncivil behavior stemming from
other-condemning emotions and morality concerns. Finally, other-condemning emotions other
than anger (see Lindebaum and Geddes, 2016) have received scant attention in organizational
contexts, while research on the broader category of other-condemning moral emotions is still
nascent in organizational studies (see Greenbaum et al., 2020 for a review). Therefore, by
examining the full range of other-condemning emotions (anger, contempt, disgust), we extend
knowledge of the roles that these emotions play in the workplace.
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Theoretical Framework
Incivility Instigation
As research on workplace incivility has emerged over the last two decades (Cortina et al.,
2017), its primary focus has been on the impact of uncivil behavior on targets, observers, and
organizations. Research on the instigators of incivility and the more fundamental question of why
workers instigate incivility has received considerably less attention within the literature.
However, emerging research in this area has begun to examine the characteristics of instigators,
as well as workplace factors, that motivate uncivil behavior.
Research suggests that certain workplace experiences may contribute to the instigation of
incivility. Incivility can be instigated in response to perceived injustice or lack of reciprocity in
the workplace (Blau, 2007; Blau & Andersson, 2005; Meier & Semmer, 2013). Stressful aspects
of the job may also play a role in instigated incivility. For example, high job demands (Van
Jaarsveld et al., 2010), work exhaustion (Blau & Andersson, 2005), strain, depression (Blau,
2007), and emotional exhaustion (Van Jaarsveld et al., 2010) are positively associated with
perpetrating incivility. Additionally, workplace spirituality may attenuate or amplify incivility
instigation among employees with dark triad personality traits (Lata & Chaudhary, 2020).
Furthermore, instigators of incivility may have themselves been previous targets of incivility
(e.g., Gallus et al., 2014; Trudel & Reio, 2011; Van Jaarsveld et al., 2010).
In addition to these workplace conditions that may trigger incivility, certain qualities
have been found to characterize instigators of incivility. For example, individuals that consider
only their own goals when managing conflict (i.e., a “win-lose” approach; dominating conflict
resolution style) are more likely to instigate incivility, while those that take into consideration the
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concerns of both parties (i.e., a “win-win” approach; integrated conflict resolution style) are less
likely to engage in this behavior (Trudel and Reio, 2011). Individuals who are distrustful (Scott
et al., 2013), powerful (Cortina et al., 2001), and score high on Machiavellianism (Lata &
Chaudhary, 2020) are also more likely to instigate incivility.
Although the literature on incivility instigation has advanced in recent years, the
influence of the instigator’s emotions has received little attention. While past studies
acknowledge the importance of emotions in understanding how targets (e.g. Porath & Pearson,
2012) and observers (e.g., Miner & Eischeid, 2012) respond to incivility, to the best of our
knowledge, only one study, focusing solely on instigator anger (Meier & Semmer, 2013), has
examined how emotions influence incivility instigation. Given that emotions are recognized as
having immense motivational power over behaviors (Rolls, 2000), we argue that a more
comprehensive examination of the emotional antecedents of instigated incivility is needed.
Therefore, we apply a social-functionalist perspective of moral emotions to examine the roles of
contempt, anger, and disgust in instigating incivility and the extent to which these emotions are
elicited by morality appraisals in the workplace.
A Social-Functionalist Perspective of Contempt, Disgust, and Anger
A social-functionalist perspective of emotions begins with the premise that distinct
emotions developed over time to serve distinct socially adaptive roles (Keltner et al., 2006). The
social functions of emotions can be categorized into two broad groups of affiliation and social
distancing (Fischer & Manstead, 2008). From a moral perspective, Haidt (2003) identifies four
main groups of emotions (“moral emotions”) that serve either to condemn others, praise others,
help others, or regulate one’s own behaviors. Moral emotions can be described as emotions that
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are elicited by concerns with the interests and welfare of others (or society) and motivate
behaviors that are intended to uphold the moral order (Haidt, 2003; Tangney et al., 2007).
In the current study, we focus on contempt, anger, and disgust, the cluster of othercondemning moral emotions, and examine them from a social-functionalist perspective (Haidt,
2003). Other-condemning emotions are a family of moral emotions which motivate behaviors
that condemn moral transgressors in order to uphold moral norms (Haidt, 2003). Although anger,
contempt, and disgust are collectively categorized as other-condemning emotions, each of these
emotions has unique characteristics. For example, contempt is a cold subtle emotion that carries
feelings of superiority over someone who is perceived as inferior, while anger is characterized by
higher intensity (Izard, 1977) and disgust by a strong feeling of revulsion (Haidt, 2003; Rozin et
al.,1999a).
While other-condemning emotions broadly motivate behaviors that condemn others in
order to uphold moral norms (Haidt, 2003), each of the three other-condemning emotions can
lead to different forms of condemnation, stemming from different rationales. Social functionalist
perspectives argue that feeling anger leads one to retaliate for the purpose of creating suffering or
punishment for a moral violator in order to correct a perceived injustice (Ellsworth & Scherer,
2003; Haidt, 2003). On the other hand, contempt motivates disregard and mockery towards an
“inferior” moral violator, in order to create distance between oneself and the violator, while
disgust promotes avoidance behaviors that enable one to block contact with a moral violator
(Bell, 2013) for whom deep revulsion is felt. Because uncivil behavior contains elements of
punishment (giving lower evaluations), disregard (giving little attention to target statements and
opinions) and mockery (making jokes at target’s expense), as well as exclusion (ignoring the
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target; Cortina et al., 2013), we argue that engaging in incivility can enable employees to fulfill
each of these distinct motives: retaliating, disregarding, and avoiding others.
We draw upon appraisal theories of emotion (Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003; Moors,
Ellsworth, Scherer, Frijda, 2013) to provide insight into the elicitation of other-condemning
emotions. Appraisal theories propose that emotions are adaptive responses to individuals’
evaluations (i.e., appraisals) of features of the environment that are significant to the individual
(Moors et al., 2013). As such, they can account for differentiation in the experience of emotions,
as well as individual differences in emotion elicitation and experience (Roseman & Smith,
2001). For example, employees may appraise workplace situations in different ways, resulting in
different emotional responses.
Broadly defined, appraisal is the process that continuously scans and evaluates the
environment for the satisfaction or obstruction of concerns, which can encompass everything that
the individual cares about (Moors et al., 2013). As such, different appraisal theories may focus
on different concerns (i.e., the content of appraisal); however, there tends to be agreement on a
common set of appraisals (e.g., goal relevance, certainty, coping potential) that can influence
emotion (Moors et al., 2013). In the current work, we focus on moral appraisals, conceptualizing
them according to Scherer’s (1984) appraisal of compatibility with internal standards, which
forms part of the broader appraisal category of normative significance. This appraisal evaluates
the extent to which the target of appraisal is deficient or exceeds one’s internal standards, based
on one’s personal self-ideal or internalized moral code (Scherer, 2001). These internal standards
may or may not be congruent with external normative standards (Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003).
While appraisal theories can be construed within the broader socio-functional framework
of emotions applied in our study (i.e., emotions are functional or adaptive), it is also important to
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note that appraisal theories are in some ways differentiated from other emotion theories (for a
review see Moors et al., 2013; Scherer, 2009). For example, emotion is viewed as being
processed by a multi-level processing system (Leventhal & Scherer, 1984), in which changes to
one component feed back to other components in a continuous and recursive manner (Moors et
al., 2013). As such, we note that the moral appraisals examined in the current study represent a
conscious evaluation of morality made at a later stage of a broader elicitation process, in which
earlier emotional responses have been experienced prior to these appraisals. Thus, we note that
moral appraisals are not the initial or sole elicitors of emotion.
Hypotheses Development
Coworker Appraisals of Morality and Other-Condemning Emotions
In the current study, we draw from appraisal theories (Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003;
Roseman & Smith, 2001) to propose that appraisals of morality can elicit other-condemning
emotions in the workplace. We ground on our discussion of moral appraisals in research and
theory on appraisals of normative significance, specifically internal standards of normative
significance, which evaluate the extent to which the target of appraisal falls short of or exceeds
one’s internal standards (i.e., one’s personal self-ideal or internalized moral codes; Scherer,
1984, 2001). Applied to an organizational context, we argue that when employees appraise their
coworkers as not living up to their internalized moral standards, they will experience contempt,
disgust, and anger. For example, contempt can be elicited from observing others engage in acts
of arrogance and hypocrisy (Bell, 2013) or promote waste, pollution, and immorality (Izard,
1977), acts which would presumably fall short of the internalized moral code of the appraising
individual. Put differently, an appraisal would be made evaluating the extent to which such acts
are congruent with one’s internal standards, with deficiency in such standards eliciting contempt
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(Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003). Accordingly, we predict that appraising one’s coworkers as falling
short in one’s moral standards (i.e., being “low” in morality) will elicit feelings of contempt.
Hypothesis 1. Appraising coworkers as low in morality is positively associated with
feeling contempt.
While the elicitation of disgust originally focused on issues of food contamination (i.e.,
spoiled or rotten food), its range of elicitors have expanded over time to include those from the
socio-moral domain, such as hypocrisy, cruelty, betrayal, and obsequiousness (Miller, 1997).
Similarly, disgust can be felt for those who fail to treat others with dignity and respect (Skarlicki
et al., 2013). As such, individuals may appraise these acts as incompatible with their moral
standards and in response feel disgust (Scherer, 1997). Indeed, Roseman and colleagues find
some evidence to support the prediction that disgust is associated with appraisals related to
personal standards (Scherer, 1984; Roseman et al., 1990). As such, in the workplace, we argue
that when workers make moral appraisals of their coworkers (i.e., deficiency in moral standards),
they will experience disgust.
Hypothesis 2. Appraising coworkers as low in morality is positively associated with
feeling disgust.
Finally, we argue that appraisals of low morality also elicit feelings of anger in the
workplace. For example, Ellsworth and Scherer (2003) note that anger may result from
appraising others as having violated social norms. Similarly, Tangney and colleagues (2007)
draw from a moral emotions framework to describe anger as “righteous” when occurring in
response to witnessing someone engage in behavior that violates moral standards. Past research
offers some evidence for this association. Scherer (1997) found that anger-eliciting situations
were characterized by low justice and immorality, and Roseman et al. (1990) found some support
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for an association between anger and the appraisal that other’s actions have low compatibility
with one’s internal standards. As such, we predict that in the workplace, appraisals of deficiency
in one’s internalized moral standards will be associated with feeling anger.
Hypothesis 3. Appraising coworkers as low in morality is positively associated with
feeling anger.
Other-Condemning Emotions as Predictors of Incivility
Contempt and incivility
Contempt is described as a cold, subtle emotion that leads to less intense and indirect
forms of aggression (Bell, 2013; Izard, 1977). Hierarchy and social evaluation on a vertical
dimension (i.e., perceiving others as inferior to oneself; Rozin et al. 1999b; Schriber et al., 2017)
are defining features of this emotion. Contempt at its core involves looking down on others with
cold feelings of disregard (Fischer & Giner-Sorolla, 2016; Izard, 1977). Behaviors associated
with contempt are characterized by a lack of warmth, respect, and consideration (Oatley &
Johnson-Laird, 1995), and typically include dismissive and distancing behaviors (Bell, 2013;
Schriber et al., 2017). From a socio-functional perspective, contempt serves the purpose of
maintaining a social hierarchy (Miller, 1997), reinforcing social boundaries (Fischer &
Manstead, 2008), and creating distance between the one perceived as inferior and oneself
(Fischer & Giner-Sorolla, 2016). Accordingly, action tendencies of contempt serve to condemn
those who are perceived as inferior to oneself by treating them with a lack of warmth, respect,
and consideration (Oatley & Johnson-Laird, 1995). Therefore, we argue that incivility may be
used to condemn coworkers for whom contempt is felt. In other words, we propose that feeling
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contempt will lead to the instigation of incivility, which has an adaptive function by condemning
those appraised as falling short of moral standards.
Hypothesis 4. Contempt is positively associated with instigating incivility
Disgust and incivility
Disgust typically leads to avoidance (Haidt et al., 1997), stemming from a general
rejection system with the purpose of rejecting or avoiding that which is perceived as bad for the
self (Haidt, 2003; Haidt et al., 1997). As such, disgust motivates behaviors that remove oneself
from the situation or allow one to avoid that which elicits disgust (Rozin et al., 1999a). From a
functional perspective, the primary function of disgust is to protect the self, initially from
ingesting bad things (i.e., core disgust) and, as humans continued to develop, from bad things in
the social and moral domains (e.g., hypocrisy, racism, disloyalty; Miller, 1997; Rozin et al.,
1999a). Protection motivated by disgust can take various forms, such as washing oneself or
avoiding certain people (Haidt et al., 1997). In the context of morality violations in the
workplace, we argue that the most relevant form of protection would likely be that of avoidance.
Incivility behavior typically includes behaviors such as ignoring (Cortina et al., 2013) or
excluding (Cortina et al., 2001) the target. Further, instigators of incivility may be excluded in
return (Scott et al., 2013). As such, we argue that uncivil behavior serves disgust’s adaptive
function by creating distance between the instigator and target (in this case, the employee who
has elicited low morality appraisals), thus, “protecting” the self or avoiding the moral
“contaminator.” Accordingly, we predict that feeling disgust will be associated with instigating
incivility at work.
Hypothesis 5. Disgust is positively associated with instigating incivility
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Anger and incivility
The literature on emotions describes anger as mobilizing energy, which motivates
aggressive high-energy behaviors (Izard, 1977; Fischer & Roseman, 2001). Andersson and
Pearson’s (1999) seminal article emphasized the roles of both general negative affect and anger
in spirals of incivility, with negative affect playing a larger role in the earlier stages of an
incivility spiral, and anger playing a central role as the spiral escalates. From a functionalist
approach, behavior motivated by anger serves to correct an injustice (Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003;
Rozin et al., 1999b). While the role of anger has not been frequently explored in empirical
incivility research, Meier and Semmer (2013) find some evidence for the association of anger
and instigated incivility, suggesting that anger is not only associated with high-energy aggressive
behaviors (e.g., hitting someone or yelling; Roseman et al., 1994) but also with the less intense
behavior of incivility. These findings align with the view that anger can manifest as “hot anger”
or “cold anger” (Scherer, 2001). As such, anger’s adaptive response may manifest in behaviors
of high intensity, as well as behaviors of low intensity, such as incivility. Therefore, we propose
that anger is associated with instigating incivility.
Hypothesis 6. Anger is positively associated with instigating incivility.
Other-Condemning Emotions as Mediators of Moral Appraisals-Incivility Relationship.
We also predict an indirect relationship between moral appraisals and incivility that is
mediated by other-condemning emotions. A central argument of appraisal theories is that
emotions are adaptive responses to significant features in the environment (Moors et al., 2013).
As such, specific appraisals may elicit distinct emotions because such emotions motivate the
response strategy that is most adaptive for the given situation (Roseman & Smith, 2001). Put
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differently, the response strategy occurs in reaction to an appraisal-generated concern and flows
from emotion. For example, revenge is often considered to be a reparative behavior that stems
from feeling anger, which is rooted in the appraisal of some violation or injustice (Jackson et al.,
2019). We propose that appraisals of low morality (i.e., evaluating a target as deficient in
comparison to one’s internal moral standards) elicit other-condemning emotions because they
motivate the most adaptive response strategy to this concern. Specifically, other-condemning
emotions motivate a response strategy of condemning targets who are deficient, which in a
workplace setting, may manifest in the form of workplace incivility. As such, we argue that
workplace incivility is an adaptive response to appraisals of moral deficiency, occurring through
the mediational pathway of other-condemning emotions.
Hypothesis 7. Coworker appraisals of low morality has a positive indirect effect on
instigated incivility through (a) contempt, (b) disgust, and (c) anger.
Moderating Role of Civility Norms
Finally, we predict that participants’ perception of civility norms within their
organization will moderate the relationship between experiencing other-condemning emotions
and instigating incivility. Organizational norms have been theorized to play an important role in
relation to moral emotions and moral judgements in the workplace (McManus, 2021). While
McManus’ (2021) work emphasizes organizational norms for emotional experience and
expression, we argue that organizational norms for behavioral expression are also relevant when
examining the linkages between emotions and morally motivated actions. Specifically, the
importance of organizational norms in maintaining civility in the workplace has been highlighted
following Andersson and Pearson’s (1999) seminal article on workplace incivility. Civility
norms are argued to provide a standard of behavior, indicating the kind of behavior that is
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acceptable at work (Porath & Pearson, 2010). Thus, a worker who perceives high norms of
civility may be less likely to behave uncivilly, due to an understanding that incivility is not
considered acceptable at work. Recent research supports that perceived norms for respect (i.e.,
civility norms) in the workplace are negatively associated with instigating incivility (Walsh et
al., 2018). In the current work, we argue that when worker perceive that there are strong norms
for civility and respect in their workplace, they will be less likely to act upon their othercondemning emotions by instigating incivility. That is, a worker may still experience othercondemning emotions after appraising a coworker as immoral, but may suppress uncivil
behaviors stemming from these emotions, if strong norms of civility are perceived.
Hypothesis 8. Perceived norms for civility negatively moderate the relationship between
other-condemning emotions (a- contempt; b- disgust; c- anger) and incivility, such that
this relationship between other-condemning emotions and instigated incivility is weaker
for workers who perceive higher norms for civility in their organization than for those
who perceive lower norms for civility.
Overview of Studies
We tested our hypotheses in a set of two studies. In Study 1, we conduct a time-lagged
survey of United States (U.S.) workers to examine the relationships between moral appraisals,
other-condemning emotions (anger, contempt, disgust) and instigated incivility. In Study 2, we
replicate these findings in a second sample of U.S. workers using a critical incident technique
methodology, while examining the moderating role of perceived norms for civility.
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Study 1
Method
Participants and Procedure
Self-report data were collected from a sample of working adults at two points in time
through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) and TurkPrime, a research platform that enhances
MTurk by adding features that allow for longitudinal studies and additional sampling options
(Litman et al., 2017). Participants (including those who failed attention checks or gave
incomplete responses) received $0.60 in compensation for completion of the Time 1 survey and
$0.40 for completion of the Time 2 survey. To reach our target sample of working adults,
sampling options were specified to ensure that participants were 18 years or older and worked 36
or more hours per week. Respondents with working statuses of “unemployed,” “home-maker,”
and “retired” were excluded from participation.
An initial sample of 600 participants responded to the Time 1 survey, which assessed
moral appraisals, other-condemning emotions, and control/demographic variables. To enhance
the quality of the data two attention checks were included (e.g., “I will mark ‘strongly agree’ to
indicate that I am paying attention”) in the survey. Data from eight respondents who failed at
least one attention check or provided incomplete responses were removed, and these respondents
were not invited to participate in the Time 2 survey. The remaining 592 participants were invited
to participate in a second survey (administered two weeks after the Time 1 survey), which
assessed instigated incivility. A two-week time lag was considered appropriate given the nature
of the study (i.e., the influence of emotions on behavior). Time lags can help reduce common
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method biases by allowing recalled information to leave the memory, but inordinately long time
lags are vulnerable to contaminating factors (Podsakoff et al., 2003).
An initial sample of 462 respondents responded to the Time 2 survey (78% response
rate). T-tests indicate that respondents from Time 1 who chose not to participate in the second
survey did not differ significantly on the measure of morality appraisals (t = .71, p >.10) from
those who participated in both surveys. However, they scored slightly higher on measures of
contempt (t = 3.27, p < .01), disgust (t = 2.06, p < .05), and anger (t = 2.75, p < .01). Time 2
responses were screened for attention checks and incomplete responses following the same
procedure from Time 1, resulting in a final sample of 447 respondents (51% female/48.5%
male). The majority of the respondents were White (80.5%), while the remainder were Black
(6.9%), Hispanic (4.3%), Asian (6%), Native American (0.4%), Pacific Islander (0.2%), and
Other (1.6%). On average, workers were 39.3 years of age (SD = 10.1), worked 42.1 hours per
week (SD = 5.3), and had 7.7 years of organizational tenure (SD = 6.6). Respondents worked in
a variety of industries, including service (20.1%), medical/health (9.6%), technical (15.9%),
managerial (17.9%), public administration (7.4%), education (12.5%), and other (16.6%).
Measures
Morality appraisals
Appraisals of low morality were measured by reverse-coding Goodwin et al.’s (2014) 8item measure of morality.1 In Goodwin et al.’s (2014) original measure, respondents indicated
the extent to which different social targets possessed specific qualities indicating morality (e.g.,
fair, trustworthy, responsible). In this study, we adapted the measure to a work context by asking
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respondents to indicate on a 5-point scale (1=not at all, 5=extremely) “to what extent do you
consider your coworkers to be [e.g., fair/ trustworthy/ responsible]?”.
Other-condemning moral emotions: Contempt, disgust, and anger
Contempt, disgust, and anger were each measured with 3-item subscales from the
Differential Emotions Scale (DES)-IV (Izard et al., 1993). The DES-IV is a refined version of
previous DES scales, which have demonstrated construct validity (Fridlund et al., 1984;
Schwartz, 1982). To fit a workplace context, we modified the original item stems from “in your
daily life, how often do you…?” to “in your daily work life, how often do you…?” Using a 5point scale (1 =rarely or never, 5=very often), respondents rated how often they felt contempt
(e.g., “feel like somebody is a ‘good-for-nothing’.”), disgust (e.g., “feel disgusted, like
something is sickening.”), and anger (e.g., “feel angry, irritated, and annoyed”) in their daily
work life.
Instigated workplace incivility
Instigated incivility has been assessed in previous research (e.g., Blau, 2007; Blau &
Andersson, 2005; Trudel & Reio, 2011) by adapting Cortina et al.’s (2001) workplace incivility
scale (WIS) to reflect the perspective of the instigator (rather than target). Because Cortina et al.
(2013) recently developed an updated 12-item version of the WIS, we used this more recent
version in the current study. As in past studies, we adapted the items to reflect how often
incivility was instigated rather than how often it was experienced by the participant. Because this
is the first study (to the best of our knowledge) to adapt Cortina et al.’s (2013) updated WIS to
the perspective of the instigator, we first conducted an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) to
examine the item loadings, using a separate sample of college students who worked full-time (n
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= 68). Results from the EFA show that 9 items loaded together, while 3 items loaded onto a
second factor (see Table 1). We omitted the three items that did not load on the primary factor,
with the resulting 9-item measure used in all subsequent statistical analyses. If the full measure is
used, comparable parameter estimates and significance levels are obtained in the test of our
hypothesized model but the model fit to the data worsens.
-----------------------------------------Insert Table 1 about here.
-----------------------------------------

Based on the results of the EFA, we measured instigated workplace incivility using a 9item adapted version of the updated WIS (Cortina et al., 2013). The original scale asks
respondents to indicate how often during the past year were they “ever in a situation in which
any of your supervisors or co-workers….” (e.g., “paid little attention to your statements or
showed little interest in your opinions.”). In this study, we asked respondents to indicate “how
often you have exhibited the following behaviors in your workplace, during the past two weeks,”
(e.g., “Paid little attention to a coworker’s statements or showed little interest in a coworker’s
opinions”) using a 5-point scale (1 = never, 5 = many times). The two-week time frame applied
to the items corresponded to the two-week time lag between Time 1 and Time 2 surveys.
Controls and demographic variables
We controlled for social desirability due to the socially desirable nature of the morality
appraisals and the socially undesirable nature of the emotions and behaviors being reported.
Social desirability was measured using a 10-item abridged scale of the Marlow-Crowne Social
Desirability Scale (Strahan & Gerbasi, 1972), where respondents indicated whether each item
was “true” or “false” in describing themselves. An example item is: “I’m always willing to admit
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it when I make a mistake.” Respondents also reported their age, gender, ethnicity, organizational
tenure, industry, and hours worked per week.
Results
The data were analyzed using latent variables and structural equation modeling in Mplus
version 8.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017) and estimated using maximum likelihood parameter
estimates with standard errors and a chi-square test statistic robust to non-normality and nonindependence of observations (MLR). For our mediation analyses 95% bootstrap confidence
intervals were calculated using 10,000 bootstrap draws. A total of 15 incomplete responses were
removed and thus, our analyses included no missing data. Prior to testing our hypothesized
model, we tested the measurement model for our proposed 5-factor model, as well as for
alternate measurement models. All variables that were part of the hypothesized model were
included in the measurement model. Conventional model fit criteria were used to assess our
models where a value near 0.95 (or above) is acceptable for the comparative fit index (CFI), 0.06
(or below) for the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and 0.08 (or below) for
the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR; Hu & Bentler, 1999).
Descriptive statistics and correlations are presented in Table 2. Our proposed five-factor
model (morality appraisals, contempt, disgust, anger, and instigated incivility) shows an overall
good fit to the data, while alternative measurement models show a poor fit (see Table 3). From
both a theoretical (Haidt, 2003; Izard, 1977) and measurement (Izard et al., 1993) perspective,
we argue for the separation of contempt, disgust, and anger as discrete emotions. However, given
that some studies have combined these emotions into a single variable (Greenbaum et al., 2020)
we conducted a separate confirmatory factor analysis, comparing alternate measurement models
of the emotion items. Separating the three emotions shows a good fit to the data, while
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combining all three emotions or any two of them shows a bad fit to the data (see Table 4).
Therefore, our proposed 5-factor measurement model was retained.
-----------------------------------------Insert Table 2, Table 3, and Table 4 about here.
-----------------------------------------

Hypothesis Testing
Next, we assessed the fit of our hypothesized structural model, which overall showed a
good fit to the data, χ2 (310) = 675.58, p = .00, CFI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.05, SRMR = 0.06. All
parameter estimates from the structural model are presented in Table 5. All estimated indicators
of latent variables in this model were statistically significant (p = .00) with parameter estimates
greater than 0.48. Standardized coefficients from our hypothesized relationships are presented in
Figure 1, controlling for social desirability. In support of Hypotheses 1-3, appraising coworkers
as low in morality was positively associated with feeling contempt (β = 0.43, p = .00), disgust
(β= 0.36, p = .00), and anger (β = 0.37, p = .00). In support of Hypothesis 4, contempt was
positively associated with instigated incivility (β = 0.23, p = .02). However, Hypothesis 5, which
predicted a positive relationship between disgust and incivility (β = 0.12, p = .25), and
Hypothesis 6, which predicted a positive relationship between anger and incivility (β = 0.06, p =
.68), were not supported. Lastly, we found support for contempt mediating between morality
appraisals and instigated incivility (Hypothesis 7a; indirect effect = 0.10, 95% CI [.015, .195])
but no support for the mediating role of disgust (Hypothesis 7b; indirect effect = 0.04, 95% CI [.031, .131]) or anger (Hypothesis 7c; indirect effect = 0.03, 95% CI [-.077, .131]).
-----------------------------------------Insert Table 5 and Figure 1 about here.
-----------------------------------------
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Discussion
As predicted, and in line with appraisal theories of emotions (Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003;
Scherer, 2001), appraisals of low coworker morality were associated with all three othercondemning emotions. However, while feelings of contempt predicted subsequent incivility,
anger and disgust did not. Further, contempt (but not anger or disgust) fully mediated the indirect
effect of low morality appraisals on instigated incivility. These findings may reflect that
contempt, which is characterized as a subtle and cold emotion, best reflects the subtlety and low
intensity of incivility (Anderson & Pearson, 1999), whereas anger and disgust are more likely to
elicit condemning behaviors of greater intensity (Fischer & Giner-Sorolla, 2016; Fischer &
Roseman, 2007). However, an alternative explanation for why anger and disgust did not predict
instigated incivility may be due to the way that we measured morality appraisals and incivility.
Because we assessed participants’ morality appraisals and instigated incivility towards their
coworkers in general, rather than in reference to a specific coworker, our measures may have
been less sensitive in detecting the effects of emotions that fundamentally require a specific
target (i.e., disgust and anger; Schwarz & Clore, 2007)2. We investigate this possibility in Study
2, in which we examine morality appraisals, other-condemning emotions, and instigated
incivility directed at a specific coworker who engaged in an incident of deviant interpersonal
behavior at work. In Study 2, we also examine whether perceived organizational norms for
civility moderate the relationship between other-condemning emotions and instigated incivility.
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Study 2
Method
Participants and Procedure
We collected data from 380 MTurk workers who were U.S. employees, 18 years of age
or older, working at least 35 hours per week, with a minimum approval rate of 95% on previous
MTurk tasks. These participants took part in a broader study of perceptions, emotions, and
behaviors conducted by the authors. We note that there is no overlap between the variables
examined in our previously published work from this data set (Miranda et al., 2020) and the
variables examined here. Using a critical incident technique applied in prior incivility research
(e.g., Hershcovis et al., 2018), we asked participants to recall a specific incident within the past 6
months in which they had observed a coworker behaving disrespectfully towards another
coworker at work. They then answered a series of questions about how they responded to the
observed incident. To help participants re-experience the incident, they were first asked to
provide a written account of what happened. Below are two examples:
“One of my co-workers had tried taking advantage of another by stealing their idea for a project.
He was yelling saying that he didn't steal it and it was his idea. It was horrible.”
“I saw a young guy, a college student, mocking an older worker by walking behind her stooped
over and limping. The older worker is on social security and works part time for extra income.
She is a great worker even though she suffers from some nasty arthritis.”

Participants reported their moral appraisals of the employee who engaged in the disrespectful
behavior, their feelings of anger, disgust, and contempt while observing the incident, and the
frequency with which they engaged in uncivil behavior toward this employee after the incident.
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After removing participants who did not adequately complete the initial writing task or failed
attention checks in the questionnaire (e.g., “By selecting ‘every day,’ I indicate that I am reading
each item in this survey”), our final sample was reduced to 309 respondents3 (52% male; 48%
female). Most respondents were White (82.8%), while the remainder were Hispanic (6.1%),
Black (5.5%), Asian/Pacific Islander (5.2%), or other (0.3%). On average, workers were 36.3
years of age (SD = 9.2) and had 6.7 years (SD = 5.5) of tenure at their current job. Respondents
worked in a variety of industries, including service (26.2%), administrative (23%), technical
(19.7%), education (10%), medical/health (9.1%), and other (12%).
Measures
Morality appraisals
Participants appraised the morality of the coworker they had observed engaging in
deviant behavior using a single item developed by the authors (“The instigator acted in an
immoral way”). Ratings were made on a 5-point scale (1 = not at all/ 5=completely).
Other-condemning moral emotions: Contempt, disgust, and anger
We used Grappi et al.’s (2013) measures to assess other-condemning emotions.
Participants indicated on a 5-point scale (1=very slightly or not at all/ 5=extremely) the extent to
which they felt contempt (“contemptuous,” “scornful,” “disdainful”), anger (“mad,” “anger,”
“very annoyed”) and disgust (“disgusted,” “feeling revulsion,” “feeling distaste”) during the
incident they described.
Instigated workplace incivility
Incivility instigation toward the employee they had observed behaving disrespectfully
was assessed with Cortina et al.’s (2001)4 7-item incivility measure adapted to the perspective of
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the instigator (see Blau, 2007; Blau & Andersson, 2005; Trudel & Reio, 2011). A sample item is:
“I put down or was condescending to the instigator.” Participants indicated on a 5-point scale
(1=never, 5=every day) how frequently they engaged in each behavior towards the deviant
coworker following the incident.
Civility norms
We used Walsh et al.’s (2012) 4-item measure to assess participants’ perceptions of
civility norms within their organization. Participants rated their agreement on a 7-point scale
from 1 = strongly disagree to 7=strongly agree. A sample item is “Rude behavior is not accepted
by your coworkers.”
Controls and demographic variables
As in Study 1, we controlled for social desirability using the 10-item abridged version of
the Marlow-Crowne Social Desirability Scale (Strahan & Gerbasi, 1972). Additionally,
respondents indicated their age, gender, ethnicity, organizational tenure, and industry.
Results and Discussion
Data were analyzed using latent variables and structural equation modeling in Mplus
version 8.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017). Missing data were directly estimated using fullinformation maximum likelihood. Prior to testing our hypothesized model, we tested our
proposed measurement model and compared it to alternate measurement models. Measurement
models were estimated using MLR and assessed using the same model fit criteria as in Study 1
(CFI ≥ 0.95, RMSEA ≤ 0.06, SRMR ≤ 0.08; Hu & Bentler, 1999). Descriptive statistics and
correlations are presented in Table 6. Excluding our single-item morality appraisal measure, our
proposed five-factor model (contempt, disgust, anger, instigated incivility, and civility norms)
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shows a better fit to the data than alternative measurement models (see Table 7). Because the
first two items in the civility norms measure are worded negatively (e.g., “Angry outbursts are
not tolerated by anyone in your unit/workgroup”) and the last two items are worded positively
(e.g., “Respectful treatment is the norm in your unit/workgroup”), we accounted for this method
effect by correlating the residuals of the first two items of this measure. This resulted in a
measurement model with an acceptable fit to the data, and we kept this correlation in subsequent
analyses. As in Study 1, separating contempt, disgust, and anger shows a good fit to the data,
while combining all three emotions or any two of them shows a poor fit to the data (see Table 4).
Therefore, we retained our proposed measurement model.
-----------------------------------------Insert Table 6 and 7 about here.
-----------------------------------------

Model Difference Testing
Because our model includes moderation hypotheses, we used the latent moderated
structural equations (LMS) approach (Klein & Moosbrugger, 2000) to test our hypothesized
model. This approach provides benefits when testing moderation, such as reducing the likelihood
of biased estimates and providing interaction estimates unattenuated by measurement error
(Little et al., 2006). To assess the fit of our moderation model, we conducted model difference
tests based on the likelihood ratio test statistic, in which the interaction model is tested against
the linear structural equation model (Klein & Moosbrugger, 2000), because conventional model
fit indices (e.g., CFI, RMSEA, SRMR) are not appropriate for LMS models (Sardeshmukh &
Vandenberg, 2017). Following a two-step estimation procedure, first a baseline model without
the latent variable interaction is assessed using conventional fit indices and criteria. After
determining that the baseline model has good fit, subsequent LMS models can be compared
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against the baseline model, which are then determined to also be well-fitted if the loglikelihood
ratio test statistic is significant, whereas a non-significant result indicates that the baseline model
does not present a significant loss of fit relative to the LMS model (Maslowsky et al., 2015).
Accordingly, we first assessed the fit of our baseline model without moderation, which resulted
in an acceptable model fit, χ2 (194) = 487.33, p = .00, CFI= 0.92, RMSEA = 0.07, SRMR = 0.07.
Thus, we retained this model and proceeded to conduct a model difference test. The result from a
model difference test between our moderation model, including three latent variable interactions
(contempt x civility norms, disgust x civility norms, & anger x civility norms), and our baseline
model is significant (χ2diff, df = 3 = 10.45, p = .02). Thus, we can conclude that our moderation
model is also well-fitted and proceed to examine specific parameter estimates.
Hypothesis Testing
Parameter estimates from the structural model are presented in Table 5. All estimated
indicators of latent variables in this model were statistically significant (p = .00) with parameter
estimates greater than 0.48. Standardized coefficients from our hypothesized relationships are
presented in Figure 2, controlling for social desirability. Appraising the target coworker as low in
morality was positively associated with feeling contempt (H1; β = 0.52, p = .00), disgust (H2; β=
0.53, p = .00), and anger (H3: β = 0.49, p = .00), replicating our findings from Study 1. Anger
was positively associated with instigating incivility toward the target (H6; β = 0.37, p = .00), and
disgust was (unexpectedly) negatively associated with instigating incivility toward the target
(H5; β = -0.25, p = .047), suggesting that anger and disgust may play a greater role in predicting
this behavior when directed at a specific target. However, we interpret the association between
disgust and incivility with caution, because while the standardized estimate is statistically
significant, the unstandardized estimate does not reach statistical significance (B = -.12, p = .06).
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Although contempt did not directly predict instigated incivility toward the target worker (H4; β =
0.17, p = .24), there was an interactive effect of contempt and perceived civility norms on
instigated incivility (H8a; β = 0.35, p = .02). Contrary to the predicted direction of this effect,
civility norms positively moderated the relationship, such that contempt was positively
associated with instigating incivility when norms for civility were high, but not when they were
low. Civility norms did not moderate the relationship between disgust and incivility (H8b: β = 0.13, p = .31) or anger and incivility (H8c: β = -0.06, p = .56).
Finally, to examine our hypothesized mediation effects, we obtained bootstrapped
estimates (10,000 draws) from our baseline model rather than from our moderation model, due to
the complexity of our moderation model. Based on 95% confidence intervals, we did not find
support for contempt (H7a; indirect effect = 0.11, 95 % CI [-.043, .290]) or disgust (H7b;
indirect effect = -0.11, 95 % CI [-.266, .015]) mediating the relationship between morality
appraisals and instigated incivility. However, anger mediated the relationship between morality
appraisals and instigated incivility (H7c; indirect effect = 0.16, 95 % CI [.055, .277]).
-----------------------------------------Insert Figure 2 about here.
-----------------------------------------

General Discussion
In two studies, we examined the role of other-condemning emotions in predicting
workplace incivility instigation, as well as the workplace appraisals of morality that elicit these
emotions. We also examined the moderating role of civility norms. Both studies show evidence
that appraising coworkers (either as a collective or a single focal coworker) as low in morality
elicits feelings of contempt, disgust, and anger. In Study 1, when participants focused on their
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coworkers “in general”, feelings of contempt, but not anger and disgust, predicted instigated
incivility. Contempt also mediated the relationship between moral appraisals and instigated
incivility. However, in Study 2, when participants considered a specific employee who had
engaged in a vivid incident of disrespectful behavior, anger predicted instigated incivility and
mediated the relationship between moral appraisals and instigated incivility. On the other hand,
contempt interacted with perceived civility norms to predict incivility. Disgust was also
negatively associated with instigating incivility, although we interpret this result with caution.
We discuss these findings and their broader implications below.
Moral Appraisals and Other-Condemning Emotions
When workers perceived their coworkers as low in morality, they felt contempt, disgust,
and anger. This finding supports appraisal theories and research that propose that othercondemning emotions are rooted in moral appraisals (e.g., Roseman et al., 1990; Scherer, 2001).
Further, it aligns with the social-functionalist perspective of emotions that argues for emotions’
adaptive role (Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003; Roseman & Smith, 2001). Findings from our studies
would suggest that contempt, disgust, and anger are adaptive responses to workers’ morality
concerns. We note that while other-condemning emotions share a common foundation in
morality, each emotion may be more closely associated with different dimensions. For example,
anger may stem from perceived injustices, while contempt may be more strongly rooted in
inferiority appraisals (Bell, 2013; Roseman et al., 1994). Further, disgust may be more closely
associated with a general rejection (repulsion) of that which is bad (Bell, 2013; Haidt, 2003).
Indeed, theorists vacillate between considering a general dimension of moral standards or
focusing on specific dimensions, such as justice (Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003). Results from the
current studies suggest that considering a general dimension of internal moral standards is
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sufficient to elicit contempt, disgust, and anger. At the same time, however, specific moral
dimensions may elicit distinct emotions to different degrees. Nevertheless, results from both
studies suggest that evaluations of low coworker morality elicit other-condemning emotions,
underscoring the importance of moral appraisals in the workplace.
Other-Condemning Emotions, Incivility, and Civility Norms
Taken together, our studies provide some insight into the role of other-condemning
emotions in instigating incivility. Both studies show evidence that feelings of contempt may lead
employees to engage in uncivil behavior. In Study 1, participants who experienced greater
contempt reported instigating more incivility in their workplace during the subsequent two
weeks. Moreover, feelings of contempt mediated the relationship between morality appraisals of
one’s coworkers and instigated incivility, suggesting that perceiving one’s coworkers as low in
morality leads to feelings of contempt which subsequently motivate uncivil work behavior. In
Study 2, the relationship between contempt and incivility was more nuanced. Contempt was
associated with instigating incivility when norms for civility were high, but not when they were
low. Interestingly, the direction of this interaction contradicted our prediction that the perceived
presence of civility norms would deter participants from engaging in incivility in response to
feeling contempt.
One potential explanation for this finding is that rather than deterring participants from
engaging in incivility, organizational norms for civility instead heightened their sensitivity to the
focal coworker’s disrespectful behavior, which also violated these norms. In other words, when
strong civility norms are perceived, workers may feel a greater need to condemn a coworker
whose disrespectful behavior violates these norms by subsequently treating that person uncivilly.
On the other hand, when norms for civility are perceived as low (indicating greater tolerance for
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rude behavior), workers may feel less need to condemn a coworker’s disrespectful behavior by
targeting them with incivility. Our finding that norms moderated the relationship between
contempt and incivility, but not the other emotions, can be attributable to contempt’s close ties
with ethics of community, such as fulfilling role-obligations, duties, and maintaining community
norms (Rozin et al., 1999b), which are not characteristic of anger and disgust.
The relationship between anger and incivility differed across our two studies, potentially
suggesting that whether workers focused on their coworkers “in general” versus a specific
coworker influenced its role. In Study 2, when workers focused on an incident involving a
specific coworker, anger was associated with instigating incivility toward that coworker,
consistent with past work associating anger and incivility (Meier & Semmer, 2013).
Additionally, anger mediated the relationship between moral appraisals and incivility, suggesting
that appraising an individual coworker as low in morality elicited feelings of anger which then
motivated uncivil behavior toward that coworker. However, in Study 1, when appraisals and
incivility instigation were focused more generally, anger was unrelated to incivility and did not
mediate the relationship between moral appraisals and incivility. These results may reflect that
behaviors motivated by anger require a specific target (Schwarz & Clore, 2007) in a way that
contempt does not. For example, if anger serves to motivate retaliatory behavior toward the
specific source of an injustice as a form of retribution (Jackson et al., 2019), we would expect
anger to be more predictive of incivility directed at a specific target who is the object of one’s
anger than incivility that is targeted at one’s coworkers in general.
In neither study did we find evidence that disgust leads workers to instigate incivility. In
Study 1, feeling disgust in general for one’s coworkers was unrelated to instigating incivility at
work, while in Study 2, employees were somewhat less likely to instigate incivility toward a
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specific coworker for whom they felt disgust. A potential explanation for these findings is that
while incivility includes behaviors of exclusion (Cortina et al., 2001) and ignoring the target
(Cortina et al., 2013), disgust motivates stronger and more immediate behaviors of complete
avoidance (Bell, 2013; Izard, 1977), which are not encompassed within the construct of
incivility. Because socio-moral forms of disgust evolved from core disgust, which was survivalfocused and centered around food contamination, its strong visceral nature remains and extends
to the strong actions of avoidance that it motivates (Fischer & Giner-Sorolla, 2016).
Indeed, the behaviors that comprise incivility are generally more approach-oriented (e.g.,
treating someone in a condescending or demeaning way; addressing someone unprofessionally),
requiring at least some minimal level of interaction with a target. This may explain why anger
and contempt showed positive relationships with incivility in our studies, while disgust related
either negatively (Study 2) or not at all (Study 1) to this construct. Among the other-condemning
emotions, disgust can be viewed as a strong “avoidance emotion,” anger as a strong “approach
emotion,” and contempt as an emotion of indifference, falling in between avoidance and
approach. Indeed, Haidt (2003, pg. 858) describes contempt as the “middle brother of the othercondemning family,” falling between the two more extreme emotions of anger and disgust.
Accordingly, results from our studies may suggest that uncivil behaviors range from slight
avoidance to strong approach, being motivated primarily by contempt and anger. For example,
ignoring someone and paying little attention to their opinions may be characteristic of
contemptuous indifference, while giving lower evaluations and hostile stares may be
characteristic of the retaliation and aggression that stems from anger. In contrast, disgust
characteristically motivates complete avoidance of the target, which may be a behavior outside
of the general incivility construct. That is, incivility may describe behaviors that are directed
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towards a target and thus, is motivated by anger and contempt, which do not motivate complete
avoidance of the target.
Theoretical Implications
Our findings advance research on morality, emotions, and incivility in the workplace in
several ways. First, they contribute to the understanding of moral emotions at work. Nascent
research on other-condemning moral emotions in organizations provides contrasting views on
the overlap of these emotions (Greenbaum et al., 2020). Across two studies, we find that
contempt, disgust, and anger are all rooted in moral appraisals yet have distinct factor structures
and relate to instigated incivility in unique ways. Further, by examining the full range of othercondemning emotions, we draw attention to contempt and disgust, which in spite of their
potential relevance to organizational settings, have received virtually no attention in the
workplace incivility literature and very little consideration in the broader organizational literature
(Melwani & Barsade, 2011; Melwani et al., 2012; Winterich et al., 2015). Our findings shed light
on the workplace elicitors of these emotions, while the association between contempt and
incivility highlights the need to integrate contempt into future models of incivility instigation.
Second, our research contributes to the workplace incivility literature by approaching the
phenomenon of instigated incivility from a social-functionalist perspective. In doing so, we
answer recent calls (Miner et al., 2018) to consider that, at least in some instances, incivility
instigation may be seen as functional behavior that serves a purpose. Social-functionalist models
propose that other-condemning emotions serve to maintain the moral order in a community
(Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003; Haidt, 2003). As such, our findings suggest that uncivil behaviors
motivated by contempt and anger may be instigated to maintain moral order in the workplace.
For example, via the emotional pathway of contempt, employees may behave uncivilly when

EXAMINING INCIVILITY THROUGH A MORAL LENS

34

they have concerns of low morality among their coworkers, with incivility serving to condemn
those perceived as morally inferior. Feeling anger toward a specific coworker appraised as being
low in morality may motivate workers to punish (or cause suffering to) this specific worker with
uncivil treatment to restore justice.
Finally, our civility norms findings support recent perspectives that emphasize the
importance of examining organizational norms in relation to moral emotion and judgment
(McManus, 2021). As an organizational norm for behavioral expression, civility norms were not
strong enough to hinder the expression of uncivil behavior motivated by other-condemning
emotions. Instead, the presence of organizational norms for civil behavior increased morally
motivated condemnation of those who behaved disrespectfully, suggesting that civility norms
may increase incivility in some situations by strengthening workers’ condemnation of those who
violate these norms. These results also contribute to the incivility literature by providing a more
nuanced examination of the role of civility norms in managing incivility. Our findings suggest
that civility norms may have an inadvertent effect that paradoxically leads to more rather than
less incivility. That is, civility norms may initially be put in place to reduce uncivil behavior
(Porath & Pearson, 2010; Walsh et al., 2018); however, once these norms are violated, an
unintentional cascading effect of uncivil behavior may be created.
Practical Implications
Our research also provides implications for practice. Results from our studies suggest that
contempt and anger are emotional antecedents of workplace incivility and that these emotions
are elicited from appraising coworkers as lacking morality. Thus, from a social-functionalist
perspective, instigating incivility may be an adaptive response that helps maintain the moral
order of an organization by denouncing targets that are evaluated as morally deficient. For
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example, coworkers who are targets of other-condemning emotions and their morally motivated
actions (i.e., incivility) may experience self-conscious emotions of guilt and shame, which
motivate them to regulate their behavior in a way that does not elicit future condemnation from
others (Haidt, 2003; Tangney et al., 2007). Additionally, self-conscious emotions can be
triggered by anticipated, as well as actual behavior (Tangney et al., 2007). Therefore, as other
organizational members observe the condemnation of a coworker, they may regulate their own
behavior to avoid the guilt and shame of being condemned for immoral behavior. One
implication of this is that if condemnation occurs publicly, it may discourage other employees
from acting in ways that elicit the condemnation of others, further serving to maintain the
organization’s moral order5.
Furthermore, contempt, anger, and incivility may serve as signals to managers that there
are potential issues of morality in the workplace5, enabling them to take action to address these
concerns. While collectively the other-condemning emotions (contempt, disgust, and anger) may
provide a “general” indicator of issues surrounding morality, each emotion may provide a more
nuanced signal of the unique characteristics underlying a particular moral concern. Results from
our studies suggest that contempt was associated with a more general assessment of low morality
in the workplace, which may reflect morality concerns with generalized features of the
workplace (e.g., culture, structure, incentives). In contrast, anger was associated with appraising
a single, specific coworker as low in morality. As such, the managerial solution would vary
according to the emotional antecedent of incivility. For example, contempt may signal moral
concerns that are best addressed through broad structural changes in the workplace or efforts to
modify organizational culture and norms. On the other hand, anger may signal a situation that
can be rectified by addressing the behavior of a single “bad apple” within the organization who
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violates moral standards. Therefore, we argue that it is fruitful for managers to recognize
workplace incivility and importantly, also understand why workers are exhibiting such behavior.
Limitations and Future Research Directions
As with all research, this study has some limitations. Our samples had limited diversity,
as they consisted of U.S. workers recruited through MTurk of which more than 80% reported
being White. While some studies suggest that certain emotions (including contempt, anger, and
disgust) are universal or “basic” (see for example, Ekman, 1992), other perspectives argue that
there is variation across cultures (Keltner et al., 2006). Further, while the experience of some
emotions may be universal, the extent to which they are expressed may vary across cultures and
gender norms (Brody & Hall, 2008). As such, future research should explore whether the
relationships between coworker appraisals, other-condemning emotions, and workplace incivility
found here generalize to other samples.
Our data collection relied on single-source self-reports and a correlational design.
Because morality appraisals and other-condemning emotions emphasize internal states, we
maintain that self-report was the most appropriate measurement choice. We argue that instigated
incivility is also best captured through self-report, as the subtlety of incivility (Andersson &
Pearson, 1999) may escape detection by supervisors and coworkers unless they are direct targets
of this behavior. However, because these methodological choices can be a source of common
method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003), we took steps to mitigate their limitations. Social
desirability may potentially bias self-reports of some of our variables (Podsakoff et al., 2003);
therefore, we controlled for social desirability in our analyses and ensured participants of the
anonymity of their responses.
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While our correlational design does not allow us to infer causal links between our
variables, we attempted to obtain evidence of temporal precedence (Podsakoff et al., 2003) by
measuring the behavioral outcome (i.e., workplace incivility) two weeks after we measured its
predictor (i.e., contempt) in Study 1. Although data collection for Study 2 was not time-lagged,
the critical incident technique utilizes retrospective measures, creating an implied sense of
timing. Nevertheless, these designs can be limited by respondents’ ability to recall accurately.
We suggest that future research in this area employ experimental designs to more clearly capture
the causal order of these variables. Importantly, we acknowledge that our current study captures
just one point in time of the dynamic interplay between emotions and cognitions. Further, our
research design (in which we ask participants to recall their emotions and appraisals) captures
conscious reflections of these constructs (i.e., Type 2 processes; McManus, 2021), rather than
immediate, intuitive responses occurring at the time of experience (i.e., Type 1 processes;
McManus, 2021). At earlier, more intuitive stages of this process, immediate emotional
responses may precede moral judgment, as argued by social intuitionist models (Haidt, 2001). To
further examine the causal direction of these relationships and their mediating effects on
incivility, future researchers can employ designs that enable them to examine more fine-tuned
fluctuations in emotions and appraisals over time, including both Type 1 and Type 2 processes.
Additionally, different measures of moral appraisals, emotions, and incivility were used
in Study 1 and Study 2. Because Study 2 used the critical incident technique and drew from an
already existing data set, we were unable to use the same measures across both studies. On one
hand, for findings that were consistent across the two studies (i.e., the replicated relationship of
moral appraisals with disgust, contempt and anger), this approach increases confidence that these
results generalize across different measures. However, for findings that differed between Study 1
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and Study 2, this creates a limitation in our ability to interpret these results. In particular,
although we attribute the varying roles of anger and contempt across the two studies to their
different focus on specific (Study 2) versus general (Study 1) coworker targets, we note the
possibility that these findings are in part attributable to the different measures used to assess
emotions and incivility across the two studies.
Consistent with appraisal theories of emotions (Moors et al., 2013), we examined
respondents’ subjective appraisals of coworker morality, rather than more objective indicators of
coworker morality. However, we acknowledge that respondents’ subjective perceptions of their
coworkers’ morality may not always reflect the actual morality of their coworkers. Moreover,
morality appraisals may not be the only antecedent of other-condemning emotions and
subsequent incivility in the workplace. For example, appraisals of coping potential (i.e., power
and control) may also be relevant to the elicitation of these emotions (Roseman, 2001; Scherer,
2001). As such, future research may wish to examine how different appraisals interact with each
other to elicit distinct emotions. Additionally, examining a broader set of workplace behavioral
outcomes that stem from other-condemning emotions may also be fruitful. The current research
focused on incivility, but scholars might consider other behaviors, such as more aggressive
retaliatory actions, that workers engage in to condemn perceived moral shortcomings.
Finally, future research can consider other moderators of the relationships examined here.
Given the association between frustration and incivility (Reio, 2011), exhaustion or strain may
moderate relationships between other-condemning emotions and incivility. Additionally, the
moderating effect of civility norms on the contempt-incivility relationship suggests the
fruitfulness of further exploring other contextual influences on the relationships examined here.
In particular, organizational norms that govern emotional response and expression may play an
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important role in determining the degree to which moral appraisals elicit anger, disgust, and
contempt, and the extent to which these emotions are expressed through uncivil behavior. As
argued by McManus (2021), organizations may develop norms that inhibit the expression of
strong emotions in the workplace, subsequently influencing these relationships. In particular,
organizations with norms for emotional regulation may discourage the experience and expression
of other-condemning emotions in the workplace, mitigating the relationships between moral
appraisals, moral emotions, and incivility found here. We encourage scholars to explore this
possibility in future work.
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Endnotes
1

Goodwin et al. (2014) distinguish between high-warmth morality and low-warmth morality. Given the

context of the study we considered the low-warmth morality items to be most appropriate, so we used
only these items. Sample items of low-warmth morality items are fair, principled, responsible,
trustworthy. Sample items of high-warmth morality items are humble, kind, forgiving, giving.
2

We thank our anonymous reviewers for suggesting this possibility.

3

An article using this dataset was previously published (Miranda et al., 2020). For the sake of length, we

exclude in this article a detailed explanation of the process by which participants were removed from our
sample. For a detailed explanation please see article citation (full citation to be added after peer-review
process). Additionally, we note that the research questions, hypotheses, and main variables in this article
are completely different from those examined in the previously published article. A detailed data
transparency table is available from the first author.
4

While Study 2 follows Study 1 in the article, the data examined in Study 2 was collected prior to the data

in Study 1. As such, the data collected earlier (Study 2) used the older measure of incivility, before we
turned to the more recent measure in the data collected afterwards (Study 1).
5

We would like to thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting these implications.
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Table 1. Instigated Incivility Items and Factor Loadings
Item

Factor loading

"Please indicate how often you have exhibited the following behaviors in
Factor 1

Factor 2

0.06

0.47

-0.24

0.67

0.79

0.03

0.89

-0.03

your workplace, during the past two weeks":
1

Paid little attention to a coworker's statements or showed little interest in
a coworker's opinions

2

Doubted a coworker's judgment on a matter over which he/she had
responsibility

3

Gave a coworker hostile looks, stares, or sneers

4

Addressed a coworker in unprofessional terms, either publicly or
privately

5

Interrupted or "spoke over" a coworker

0.68

-0.10

6

Rated a coworker lower than he/she deserved on an evaluation

0.90

-0.02

7

Yelled, shouted, or swore at a coworker

0.56

0.27

8

Made insulting or disrespectful remarks about a coworker

0.79

0.09

9

Ignored a coworker or failed to speak to a coworker (e.g., gave a
0.61

0.16

10 Accused a coworker of incompetence

0.01

0.92

11 Targeted a coworker with anger outbursts or "temper tantrums"

0.63

0.32

12 Made jokes at a coworker's expense

0.49

0.21

coworker "the silent treatment")

Notes: n = 68. Estimator is maximum likelihood; Rotation is Geomin. Factor
loadings above .40 are in bold.
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Table 2. Study 1 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
Variable

M

SD

1

2

3

4

5

6

1 Low Morality

2.42

0.84

(.94)

2 Contempt

1.89

0.85

.45**

(.81)

3 Anger

2.02

0.80

.44**

.64**

(.82)

4 Disgust

1.67

0.80

.39**

.65**

.75**

(.90)

5 Incivility Instigation

1.24

0.43

.24**

.38**

.35**

.35**

(.88)

6 Social Desirability

5.04

2.54

-.20**

-.18**

-.42**

-.20**

-.19**

(.75)

Notes: n = 447. Coefficient alpha is displayed in parentheses on the diagonal. **p < .01

Table 3. Confirmatory Factor Analysis & Comparison of Alternative Measurement Models
Model
Single-factor

χ2

df

RMSEA

CFI

SRMR

3124.66

325

.14

.48

.18

1159.05

322

.08

.84

.08

734.73

315

.06

.92

.08

Three-factor: coworker appraisals, othercondemning emotions, instigated incivility
Five-factor: coworker appraisals, contempt,
disgust, anger, instigated incivility
Notes: n = 447. Social desirability was excluded from these analyses.
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Table 4. Other-Condemning Emotions Confirmatory Factor Analysis
Study 1a

Model
Single-factor:
(F1) = contempt, anger, disgust

χ2

Study 2b

RMSEA

CFI

SRMR

χ2

df

RMSEA

CFI

SRMR

459.19 27

.19

.72

.08

303.26

27

.18

.83

.05

208.02 26

.13

.88

.07

245.85

26

.17

.87

.05

407.09 26

.18

.75

.08

152.74

26

.13

.92

.04

326.61 26

.16

.81

.11

220.99

26

.16

.88

.04

96.55

.08

.95

.05

49.67

24

.06

.99

.03

df

Two-factor:
(F1) = contempt
(F2) = anger, disgust
Two-factor:
(F1) = anger
(F2) = contempt, disgust
Two-factor:
(F1) = disgust
(F2) = anger, contempt
Three-factor:
(F1) contempt
(F2) anger
(F3) disgust
a

n = 447.

b

n = 309.

24
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Table 5. Hypothesized Model Parameter Estimates
Study 1a

Study 2b

β

B

SE B

β

B

SE B

Low morality to contempt

.43**

.70**

.10

.52**

.51**

.05

Low morality to disgust

.36**

.54**

.10

.53**

.50**

.05

Low morality to anger

.37**

.45**

.07

.49**

.47**

.05

Contempt to incivility instigation

.23*

.13*

.06

.17

.08

.08

Disgust to incivility instigation

.12

.07

.06

-.25*

-.12

.07

Anger to incivility instigation

.06

.04

.10

.37**

.18**

.05

Morality to incivility instigation

.04

.04

.06

.12

.06

.03

Social desirability to low morality

-.20**

-.04**

.01

-.06

-.03

.03

Social desirability to contempt

-.10*

-.03*

.01

.03

.01

.03

Social desirability to disgust

-.13**

-.04**

.01

-.002

-.001

.03

Social desirability to anger

-.34**

-.09**

.01

.06

.03

.03

Social desirability to incivility instigation

-.10

-.02

.01

-.08

-.02

.01

Morality to incivility instigation through contempt

.10*

.09

.05

.07

.04

.04

Morality to incivility instigation through disgust

.04

.04

.03

-.10

-.06

.03

Morality to incivility instigation through anger

.02

.02

.04

.14**

.09**

.03

-.40**

-.21**

.08

Contempt x norms to incivility instigation

.35*

.14*

.07

Disgust x norms to incivility instigation

-.13

-.05

.05

Anger x norms to incivility instigation

-.06

-.02

.04

.79**

.85**

.08

Structural Model Path

Civility norms to incivility instigation

Contempt with disgust

.57**

.33**

.05
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Contempt with anger

.55**

.24**

.05

.75**

.84**

.08

Disgust with anger

.71**

.29**

.05

.68**

.73**

.08

Notes: *p<.05 **p<.01.
a

All estimates reported in this table are results of MLR estimation (see Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017).

Indirect effects reported in the text are results of bootstrap analysis. n = 447.
b

All estimates reported in this table were calculated using maximum likelihood with robust standard

errors using a numerical integration algorithm (i.e., “algorithm = integration;” see Muthén & Muthén,
1998-2017). Indirect effects reported in the text are results from the baseline model using bootstrap
analysis. n = 309.
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Table 6. Study 2 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
Variable

M

SD

1

2

3

4

1 Low Morality

3.44 1.27

-

2 Contempt

2.81 1.29

.52**

(.94)

3 Anger

3.14 1.13

.49**

.81**

(.87)

4 Disgust

3.05 1.29

.53**

.84**

.76**

(.91)

5 Incivility Instigation 1.88 0.76

.27**

.36**

.39**

.28**

(.80)

6

5

6 Civility Norms

5.04 1.32

.00

.00

.00

.00

-.13

(.91)

7 Social Desirability

4.75 2.53

-.06

.00

.04

-.03

-.07

.00

7

(.73)

Notes: n = 309. Coefficient alpha is displayed in parentheses on the diagonal. **p < .01

Table 7. Confirmatory Factor Analysis & Comparison of Alternative Measurement Models
Model
Single-factor

χ2

df

RMSEA

CFI

1790.27

170

.18

.54

.16

834.55

167

.11

.81

.07

498.74

160

.08

.90

.07

430.22

159

.07

.92

.07

SRMR

Three-factor: other-condemning emotions,
instigated incivility, civility norms
Five-factor: contempt, disgust, anger,
instigated incivility, civility norms
Five-factor: contempt, disgust, anger,
instigated incivility, civility norms
Notes: n = 309. Social desirability and single-item measure of morality appraisal were excluded from
these analyses.
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Figure 1. Study 1 Standardized Results from Hypothesized Structural Model

Notes: Dashed line represents low morality’s indirect effect through contempt (H7a), disgust (H7b), and
anger (H7c).

Figure 2. Study 2 Standardized Results from Hypothesized Structural Model

Notes: The unstandardized estimate of disgust’s effect on incivility does not reach statistical significance (B = .12, p = .06)

